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This study is dedicated to

Jimmy Allen

This gifted revivalist and Bible teacher opened my eyes—and the eyes of multiplied thousands of others—to the grace and mercy of God. He will always be a spiritual hero whose godly example of faith, dedication, and courage I will try to follow.
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I am a prodigal returned.

I’m proud of that.

And ashamed.

I glory in it even as I slump into spiritual depression by forcing myself to remember it. If you’ve ever been a prodigal, you understand the contradictory emotions tearing at my heart and mind just with the writing of the word. If you never have been, I don’t know that I can explain. But I’ll try.

You may remember the story of the prodigal son that Jesus told in the fifteenth chapter of Luke. You know the young man who had everything a young man could want but left it for a life of sin. Doesn’t make much sense if you think about it logically. A wonderful home. Loving father. Riches and comfort and peace. Who knows why he left all that, why he abandoned all that was good and holy for a world of decadence and personal humiliation. You might think, “Well, he knows. The prodigal son knows why he left.” But we who are prodigals would beg to disagree. He undoubtedly would know the details of what happened. Asking him to explain why they happened—especially why he did what he did—might prove altogether a different proposition. A much tougher task.

I know it would be for me.

In 1967 I enrolled as a freshman at a small Bible college in Montgomery, Alabama. Too young in years and too new to Christ, I had no idea why I was there. If you’d asked me at the time, I would have told you about my girlfriend dumping me and my preacher, Charles Mullins, convincing me to leave town for a few months. “Go to a Christian college,” he urged, “and forget about her. Build a new life.” I went, but I expected to be back home soon. I carried no desire for a Bible education, just a jealous lover sorrowfully begging for my return. Three months or less and I figured I’d be home, engaged.

Apparently God had something else in mind.

Within months of my arrival on campus and my immersion into an intensely Christian environment, I discovered the path God wanted for my life. I would be a preacher. To my great surprise, I learned that God had gifted me for it. Paul Tarence, one of my professors, allowed God to use him to mentor me. Between God and His servant, Paul, I was placed on the fast track. Within two years I married Alice Hilyer from Tallassee, Alabama, and was off to my first ministerial assignment in LaGrange, Georgia. I finished the last two years of my Bible degree by driving back and forth to Montgomery for classes while ministering to a gentle, small-town church willing to settle for a wet-behind-the-ears greenhorn. Why would they agree to such an arrangement? They said, “You’re a boy, full of a boy’s foolishness, but when you step into the pulpit, God makes you into a powerful man.”

Heady stuff for a twenty year old.

It was almost as if God had placed a proverbial preaching silver spoon in my mouth. Doors opened, accolades came, more doors opened, and God blessed my ministry beyond my wildest dreams. Before too long I was speaking across America in revivals, youth gatherings, and Bible lectureships. After a few years, larger churches began to call. I even served as a full-time minister to a few of those larger churches. The last two grew rapidly in the short span I worked with them.

But my ministry was nearing its end.

In December 1979 I began ministering to a growing, exciting church back in Montgomery, the very city where God led me into ministry. I moved there after ministering three years for a growing church in Evansville, Indiana. Young, experienced, on fire, and ready to climb every mountain, I had become a highly marketable product to energetic churches yearning to reach the lost. In one meeting, a group of ministers described me as “the rising young star on the brotherhood horizon.”

The problem was that I believed it.

Oh, please, don’t misunderstand. I did love Jesus. My heart was tuned to Him, and my loyalty to Him was as sincere as a saint who would rather burn at the stake than deny his faith. I knew God through my Lord Jesus, and God knew me. I had the Father/child relationship with Him that Christians enjoy. But I know now, from this vantage point of life, that the relationship I had with God had its flaws. I depended too much on my ability and not enough on Him. Thought too highly of my gift. Enjoyed too much the praise that came with the position, rather than ceaselessly praising the One who gave it to me.

You might say I focused on the wrong things. Things I was about to lose.

What happened?

I can clearly describe for you the how and the what. I’m not yet sure I understand all of the why. All those years ago and I still wonder about the why. The short version is that I sank into a cesspool of sin. My sin. My fault. No one else’s but mine. But that’s not how I would have described it at the time.

How could a man who preached against sin and for a life surrendered to Jesus live in such contradiction to the words he proclaimed Sunday after Sunday? It didn’t happen easily, nor did it happen overnight. Since those days I’ve learned a great deal more about our enemy, Satan, and the tactics he uses.1 Unfortunately, I didn’t take him or his forces so seriously in those days. Like an unaware rabbit, I carelessly allowed myself into the rattler’s striking distance and paid the penalty for my foolishness.

What was my sin? What did I do? Does it matter?

Any number of sins can lead a prodigal from his Father’s home—gambling, drunkenness, adultery, homosexuality, thievery, and a host of others. Pick the sin that tempts you most. Even if that’s not the one I committed, the process will be the same. I had a weakness, a need that went unheeded and unfulfilled. Satan’s wily forces placed an opportunity for satisfying that need before me. Oh, not blatantly. I was too strong for that. Slowly, subtly, seductively, they lured me in, taking great care not to raise the hackles of my spiritual defenses until I was well entrapped. Then it was too late. When I finally admitted to myself where I was and what I’d done, I didn’t have the strength to free myself. No, I didn’t call for help. Who can a preacher tell his sins to without fear of losing his church? His reputation? His livelihood?

For me, there was no one.

At least no one who could rescue me.

I felt free to confide only in those who were becoming part of the sin, wholly or peripherally. My fate was set, though I prayed regularly for deliverance. Surely God answered those prayers. But soon after I would beg Him to help me stop, I would find myself enthralled and enmeshed. I have no doubt He sent the way out, the help, the deliverance. But as much as I meant it when I cried for His hand, I ignored it when face-to-face with the delirium of my sin. The wanting I felt while praying was no match for the wanting I felt when overpowered by the presence of the temptation.

The sin captured my mind and was well on its way to capturing my spirit. Guilt cascaded over me with the volume and force of a Niagara. Unable to cope with the shame and unable to free myself from the sin, I stumbled into other sins that hinted relief for my savaged soul—other counterfeit solutions for the unfulfilled cravings deep within my soul. I started to drink. Heavily. Hiding it from my wife and children. Hiding from my church and friends. Trying to hide myself from me.

Can you imagine the contempt I felt for myself when I would stand in a pulpit on Sunday morning, nursing a hangover no one knew I had, wishing I could believe the same things I was teaching people in the audience to believe? No, I think that if you haven’t been there, you can’t. Other prodigals can. Even nonpreacher prodigals. They know what it is to loathe themselves while putting on the correct face for others to see.

Of course, it was only a matter of time until I was caught. In October of 1983, the church in Montgomery quietly fired me, and rightly so. My ministry, whatever it was supposed to have been, ended a little more than two months shy of its fourteenth anniversary. The church let me go as gently as they could, trying not to cause any more pain to me or my family than necessary. The leaders needed to protect the flock, and they did it the best way they knew how.

My marriage fared little better: Almost immediately, I left my wife and moved to another city. My marriage ended almost exactly on its fifteenth anniversary.

My life, for all practical purposes, was over. I tried my best to forget about God.

And I especially tried to forget those “self-righteous, judgmental” church people.

No, that’s not what they were. But in my spiritual condition, what else could I think about them? Could they have helped me more? Sure, if only they had known how. Should they have? From my prejudiced perspective, I definitely believe so. Abandoning one who is entrapped in sin is a cruel act. Someone said the church is the only army that shoots its wounded. Whoever said that hasn’t ever been seriously wounded. The church doesn’t shoot its wounded; shooting a wounded person could be viewed as an act of compassion. At least he won’t suffer anymore. No, far too many churches pull the wounded to the side of the road and continue on their way, ignoring the wounded believer’s cries of pain. They don’t shoot them; they just abandon them to fend for themselves at the very time they have the least ability to do so.

Am I angry?

No, not at all. I haven’t a doubt that those good folks did all they knew to do. They just didn’t know enough.

That’s why ’m writing this book.

You’ve seen that my life spiraled into the muck of a modern-day pigpen. Like the prodigal of Luke 15, I did more than leave the joy of my Father’s house, I descended into a man-made hell. I was the man who made it.

Living a hundred miles from Montgomery, I divorced my wife. I also started a new business, a house-building business. As you might imagine, I had no clue how to build a house since I’d done nothing in my adult life but be a minister. Ignorantly, I figured I could hire people to build the houses, having great confidence in my ability to sell them.

We went bankrupt.

Within a year I had no money, no family, no church, and no job. Too proud to flip hamburgers, I held out for some executive position. Three factors kept me from getting such a position. First, I hadn’t the training or experience. Second, my desperation made me as repulsive to interviewers as beer at a Baptist picnic. Third, when a Christian would discover that I was interviewing at their company, they would go out of their way to advise the personnel department of my unsavory character.

Before long, I was without a place to live or food to eat. Ejected from my apartment for lack of rent payment, I lived in my car for a while. Sometimes I would go three days or more with nothing to eat because I hadn’t the money to buy food. If I got my hands on ten dollars, I put it in my gas tank so I could keep looking for work. Sure, I could have asked any number of churches for help, but I was too proud, too angry, and too deluded by my own spiritual decay.

Oh, I went to church every Sunday. Habits die hard. And I still loved God, though I was very, very angry with Him. As if all of my mess was His fault or something.

Only when a Christian couple, the Crockers, encouraged me into a basement room just off their garage did I have opportunity to eat again with any regularity. But by then, it was too late. I wasn’t hungry much anymore. I’d already discovered a new dimension that hadn’t been part of my life before.

Nightclubs.

Bright lights on the outside that screamed “fun and frivolity” and dark lights on the inside so that things were whatever you wished them to be. Definitely the kind of place that appealed to my mental state. I didn’t have any money, but I didn’t need any. I discovered that if you knew a lot of jokes, people would buy you something to drink.

And I knew lots of jokes.

That got me a lot of liquor. Hanging out in the nightclubs did more than that for me—several bad things, some of which I just can’t mention here. Can’t stand to remember. But one of them was drugs.

When you sit in a bar, telling jokes and drinking, depression incongruously dripping from every pore, you attract attention. After a while someone comes by and says, “Hey, man. You’re just too down. Here, take this.” The person hands you some pill, and if you hurt badly enough, you don’t even ask what it is. If it promises any relief from the overwhelming sadness, the pain, you just gulp it with a shot of vodka. If it gets you too high, someone else will come by. “Whoa, man. You’re bouncing! You need to come down a little. Here, take this.” You don’t even look at it. For all you know it could have a skull and crossbones on it. What difference does it make? If it stops the pain, take it. You gulp it down with another shot of vodka.

Finally, you learn to visit people’s bathrooms and peek at their medicines when they invite you to their houses. Find the right stuff, pocket it. Take it when you get the chance. Maybe tonight when you’re drinking.

Do that enough, and it will kill you.

My second trip to the hospital in a few weeks’ span was the night they told me I was going to die. Maybe the first trip made me over-confident. It was too easy for them to get the poison out of me and send me on my way. This time, I’d ingested too much. When the emergency-room physician realized the danger I was in, he asked if I knew any doctors in town. I thought of Dr. Frank Sutton, a pulmonary specialist, who is a wonderful Christian man. His specialty, of course, had nothing to do with the drugs being digested in my stomach and coursing through my veins, but I knew he would come. I knew he had the love of Jesus. I knew he was a Christian I could ask for help who wouldn’t abandon me.

They dragged him from his bed, got him to the emergency room, filled him in, and brought him to me. I’ll never forget the anger in his eyes and steel in his voice when he said, “You’re at L 50.” I asked what that meant “Fifty percent of the people with this much in them die. You have a fifty-fifty chance of being alive in the morning.”

No, I didn’t react negatively to his anger. I knew it was because he loved me and because he felt so frustrated because there was little he could do. I’d have felt the same way if I were he.

The nurses had pumped my stomach shortly after my arrival, and now they wheeled me into intensive care. I watched dully as they rolled the defibrillator to my door and assembled a team for the anticipated code blue. They expected my heart to stop; they were gearing up to battle for my life.

The intensive-care nurse assigned to me never left my side. She held my hand, only releasing it to do some essential chore, then taking it again. Just the touch of a human helped. Her hand became my lifeline, my contact with care, my hope for someone loving me enough to fight for me.

Somewhere about daylight, she finally spoke other than for medical reasons. Softly, holding my hand, she asked the question that must have flirted with her mind all night: “Did you mean to kill yourself?”

I had to think before I answered.

“I don’t think so. I mean, I don’t want to die. I’m just not sure I want to live.”

All I could think of was what a mess I’d made of my life, how I wished I could start over, how I longed for God to erase all the terrible things I’d done. Now that she asked, I felt that maybe I could talk with her. Tell her my pain. Get someone to understand. “You know, I used to be a preacher…”

That’s as far as I got. She released my hand, stepped back, and glared at me with intense hatred. Whatever button I’d pushed, it was major. With one last look of disgust, she spun and marched out my door. Never came back. Never. They had to scramble to find a nurse who would care for me.

I lay there thinking, “I’ve made such a mess of my life that I’m going to die alone. Even a nurse, an ‘angel of mercy’ won’t help me. When you die a miserable sinner, you die completely abandoned…no one will even hold your hand.”

After some time, vacillating between self-pity and self-loathing, I turned to God in heaven, the same God I had been crying out to in fear all night, begging Him not to punish me. I made Him the most important promise of my life. I prayed, “God, I have nothing to bargain with. Nothing to offer. But I’m dying a fool’s death. If, in Your great mercy, You can somehow see fit to let me live, I promise You this: I’ll spend the rest of my life learning how to die right.”

At that moment, my life began to change. No, not miraculously. No angel appeared and held my hand. I didn’t get up and walk out of there completely healed from my binge. My healing would take a couple more years to be complete. But it started there.

I finally learned what it is to live in the grace and mercy of God. He gave me my wife and children back. Alice and I remarried in June of 1987, just three years after our divorce. We’ve even had a celebration child since then, Kimberly. And I learned how God heals prodigals like me. Prodigals who never will be comfortable with the knowledge of what they have done. Prodigals who will always be ashamed of the sins they’ve committed. Prodigals who rejoice in the forgiveness of God and have come to a level of relationship with Him where neither He nor they ever bring those sins into any remembrance between them.

If you are a prodigal, I hope to show you how God will bring you back. If you are a brother or sister to a prodigal, you should learn how God views prodigals and His message of hope to them. If you are a prodigal returned, you will find a peace you may have been fruitlessly searching for.

How can I promise these things? Remember, I’m a prodigal returned.

That’s what I want to teach you in this book. How God healed this prodigal.

And how God can heal you.


[image: Image]

Central casting couldn’t have found anyone more grandmotherly than the lady standing before me. Soft curves of young womanhood had long since been overlaid with layers of coconut cake and pecan pie. She greeted me with that sweet, shy smile elderly women adopt when they aren’t sure of themselves and asked if she could bother me for just a moment. I noted the smile but found a clearer message in the tears filling her eyes.

I didn’t know what she wanted or what I could do to help. What wisdom could I possibly share with this crying, smiling woman who was older than my own mother? But she wanted my help, and my Southern “gentlemanly” upbringing required that I respectfully grant aid requested by a lady—especially an elderly lady. So I escorted her to an unoccupied part of the auditorium, scrounged chairs for us, and sat patiently waiting for her to speak.

“I’m afraid God hasn’t forgiven me.”

That’s all she said. Through her steady, incongruous smile, she continued to cry silently.

“God hasn’t forgiven you of what?” I probed as gently as I knew how.

Hesitantly, she let scraps of her story escape, occasionally pausing to measure the judgment in my eyes before continuing. When she was a young, unmarried woman, she’d had sex with one of her boyfriends. That relationship ended, and she eventually found a Christian man with whom she’d formed a lifelong marriage. They’d worked side by side, raised godly children, been pillars in the church, and now lived in comfortable retirement. Comfortable except for one thing—she believed that when she died God would send her to hell for the sin of fornication.

“Have you told God how sorry you are for what you’ve done?” I asked.

“Thousands of times. For more than fifty years, I’ve begged Him to forgive me.”

“You are a Christian, aren’t you? I mean, you’re not begging God to forgive you while refusing to trust in Jesus?”

“No. I became a Christian when I was a teenager. I just don’t believe God has ever forgiven me for what I did.”

“Have you told your husband about it? Maybe your guilt could be removed by knowing that nothing in your past is hidden from him.”

“Yes, I told him. And he told me that he wasn’t a virgin when we married either. I forgave him and he forgave me. I believe God has forgiven my husband. It’s me who isn’t forgiven.”

She explained that she’d been taught that we will all someday stand before Christ and be judged for every action we’ve ever committed—good or bad—and that all of those acts will be revealed on that day to everyone present. She was filled with terror at the thought that her mother and her children would hear—or perhaps in some fashion even see—her sexual sin. I interrupted to ask what God meant when He said He puts our sins as far away from us as the east is from the west and when He said He’ll remember our sins no more. She stared at me blankly. Those verses had no meaning for her. The God she’d been taught to serve intended to humiliate her with all her sins before all her friends on Judgment Day.

She had heard many sermons and Bible class lessons on the grace of God, but she had heard just as many—if not more—that heaped scathing judgments and used guilt to control and manipulate the gathered flock. The same preachers who cooed grace when they wanted to console, implemented a condemning theology when they felt the need to keep people on the straight and narrow.

She’d also been taught—chiefly through others’ expectations—that the only way to make up for all the bad she’d done was to be obedient enough (read “good enough”) to counterbalance her sin with her service to Christ. Of course, she couldn’t do that. She could never be good enough to counterbalance a lifetime of evil thoughts, careless words, and sinful actions—even though she valiantly tried to do just that through a lifetime of devoted service to God and through the church. And if she couldn’t balance out her adult life, how could she ever make up for the terrible sin of sleeping with her boyfriend when she was young? To her tortured conscience, that was her crowning sin, the proof of her inherent weakness, her ticket to hell.

She was in misery. Even if she could find some way to make up for her sin so she could be saved, God would still humiliate her before all mankind on Judgment Day.

When she finally fell silent, I growled in barely controlled rage, “They’ve lied to you!”

Oh, I wasn’t angry with her. Never in my life have I felt more compassion, more desire to bind and heal. I was furious with the hordes of Satan who had kept this sister in guilt—bondage for more than half a century. Nor was my anger directed just at evil angels and demons. As much as anything, it was toward those humans who listen to demonic lies and who, by repeating those lies as the law of God, bring suffering into the lives of people like this spiritually depressed sister sitting beside me.

I don’t need to tell you any more of her story except that it ended happily. But I mention her story at the outset of this book so I can ask you a question: Are you willing to examine your belief about forgiveness? Will you look honestly at the truth of God that sets us free?

If I had encountered only a few Christians during the last quarter century who were burdened with a yoke of false guilt, I wouldn’t think this matter so urgent. But again and again I see the disastrous effect of doctrines, taught by demons, that lead people to believe they have no access to the grace of God. These lies chain saints to false guilt.

I remember the lady at a workshop in Jackson, Tennessee, who said, “Thank you for preaching on the grace of God. This is the first time since I’ve become a Christian that I feel I may actually be saved!”

And on the Sunday before I wrote these words, a man visited our church as he passed through our city. He said, “I keep your tape series Have Mercy in my car and listen to it repeatedly. I have the tapes with me right now. They convince me of the grace of God and give me the strength to go on.”

On the day I wrote this page, I received mail regarding a fine young preacher who tried to kill himself because of the guilt he feels for a sin he committed. Even though he teaches grace, he lives by guilt.

Yes, sin is serious! Yes, sin separates us from God! But God’s amazing grace offers relationship with Him, forgiveness, and life in Jesus. And that is what this book is about. By the grace of God, I want to share with you the grace of God!

You see, I understand grace from more than a theological framework. I am a sinner saved by grace.

You probably read my story at the beginning of this book. Like King David, I’ve struggled with the overwhelming awareness of the consequences of my own behavior. My understanding of grace wasn’t forged only through a study of the Word—even though the Word is the foundation. My own struggle with sin and my craving for forgiveness is what opened my eyes to truths of God—truths I could never have learned if I had not faced my weakness.

I need grace.

And I think you may be aware of your need for grace too.

Grace is not license to sin; it is freedom from guilt. Grace doesn’t bring about perfection (the very concept of grace implies imperfection!), but it does bring purity. Grace creates a loyalty to God that leads to a godlier lifestyle than fear and dread ever could. If you think grace means that your sin is not all that bad, I pray God will speak to you about the seriousness of sin and the power of forgiveness.

If you think God’s gracious forgiveness means you can continue in shameful sin, I pray God will convict your heart and bring you to repentance.

But if you hope to embrace God’s grace as an avenue to peace and a basis for biblical hope, both in this life and the life to come, I pray God’s message of forgiveness will take root in your heart and bring healing to your pain.

If this book leads you to a greater understanding of God’s forgiveness, share what you learn with others. Perhaps you will want to gather people in a home Bible study or a class at church to study God’s forgiveness. I suggest you use this book to lead you through the Book to find the riches God has for you there.

I pray God’s blessings on you as you discover the life-changing impact of God’s forgiveness and embrace the full force of His tender mercy.


Part One
Understanding Guilt
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Forgiveness is what takes place to God’s heart. Healing is what happens in yours.

For you who revere my name, the sun of righteousness will rise with healing in its wing. And you will go out and leap like calves released from the stall.

Malachi 4:2
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What Good Is Guilt?


Tanned, young, and smartly dressed—from his fashionably placed earrings to his perfectly casual loafers—Rick looked as if he had stepped smoothly from the pages of GQ. He was the type of man women sneaked second glances at and men felt threatened by…unless they were casting their own second glances. As he came nearer, weaving his way through the throng, I found myself thinking that those lusting after or envying him on this night would feel their passion falter as quickly as they found his tormented eyes.

His eyes carried death.

I’d known Rick years before when I’d tried unsuccessfully to help him. As he reached me, he nodded his head in greeting, seemingly oblivious to the people filing past us into the rapidly filling church auditorium. When he spoke, it was without the preamble of niceties or homage paid to old times.

“I’m dying, Joe.”

I didn’t say anything because I didn’t know what to say. I immediately knew what he was dying from, yet it didn’t seem possible that this apparently healthy man could have that disease. He understood my silence—he’d already experienced it from his parents when he told them. He continued, now speaking barely above a whisper in deference to passersby.

“I have AIDS and I’m scared. There’s nothing anybody can do to change the fact that I’m going to die a horrible death.” He paused to wipe at the mist bathing his eyes. “I don’t want to die like this. Can you help me?”

Of course I would help. I loved him. I hadn’t known how to help him when I was younger, but I could help him now. I spoke carefully, my eyes locked on his in an effort to read every nuance of his reaction to what I was about to say. “Yes, Rick, I’ll help. I believe God works powerfully, and I believe in God’s mercy and grace. I’ll get the elders of this church, and we’ll pray fervently that God will heal you and…”

“No! That’s not what I’m asking! I’m not afraid of death. In some ways I find it desirable—a way out of the mess I’ve made of my life. I don’t want God to heal my body. I want Him to heal me! I’m scared of Him, and I can’t stand the thought of facing Him with what I’ve done and what I am.

“Joe, forgive me if my language offends you, but I’ve been a slut. There’s just no other way to put it. My homosexual desires got stronger over the years, in spite of what counselor after counselor did to try to help me. I worked for an escort service. I hung out in bars and went home with people I didn’t know to do things you don’t want to hear. I’ve been thrown out of places. I’ve been beaten. Oh, Joe, you can never understand the humiliation and terror of being beaten mercilessly—fists, filthy names, and hatred coming at me nonstop—because someone found out I was‘gay.’

“The reason I can’t stand the idea of facing God with this is because all the time I knew better! You tried to help me. Other people tried to help me. My parents begged and prayed and cried. Don’t you understand? I will have absolutely no excuse when I stand before God. He’s going to humiliate me and punish me more than those homophobes ever did!”

Once or twice during his soliloquy I tried to interrupt, to interject a kind word or a calming thought, but Rick wouldn’t let me. His fear and hatred for himself propelled him like an out-of-control bulldozer. The only thing to do was get out of his way until he ran out of fuel. Finally, slowly, he lurched to a halt.

“Rick, have you asked God to forgive you?” The question wasn’t as unkind as it sounds. I just needed information, quickly, before he restarted his self-flagellation.

His body sagged and his head dropped as he replied so quietly that I had to lean forward to hear. “That’s the mysterious part of all this. I gave myself totally to God a couple of months ago—body and soul. And I’ve actually enjoyed living the way my mom taught me from the Bible when I was a kid. I go to church. I pray. I read my Bible. I’m living a good life.” His agitation sputtered back to life, and he started to cry. “But I still have this dread of meeting God.”

“Rick, I understand how you feel. More than that, I believe I understand the problem that causes this dread you feel. By the grace of God, Rick, I believe I also have found God’s solution. I wasn’t talking about the elders praying just for your physical healing, though I do want to pray for that. What I most want them to pray for is your spiritual healing. God can get you past this fear of facing Him. It won’t happen overnight, but with time and a better understanding of God’s grace, God can heal your heart. There is a difference between being forgiven of a sin and being healed of a sin. Forgiveness is what takes place in God’s heart. Healing is what happens in yours.”

As Rick learned the power of that truth, his healing began to happen. It didn’t come overnight, but today he carries absolutely no dread of God.

Perhaps you relate to Rick’s story—I know I do. I know what it is to believe God has forgiven me yet still feel the weight of guilt. I understand what it means to be theologically forgiven but emotionally tormented. Maybe you do too. It makes little difference whether your sin is homosexual prostitution, adultery, murder, stealing, greed, or lying. Whatever it is that you’ve done, or are still doing, God wants not only to forgive you, He wants to heal you. He said so.

To the sinful people of Isaiah’s day, God gave a message of healing and hope.

I live in a high and holy place, but also with him who is contrite and lowly in spirit, to revive the spirit of the lowly and to revive the heart of the contrite….I have seen his ways, but I will heal him; I will guide him and restore comfort to him, creating praise on the lips of the mourners in Israel. Peace, peace, to those far and near…. I will heal them.1

The God of heaven, in spite of what He has seen you do, offers you revival, comfort, peace, direction…and healing.
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